Ethnic Relations between the Q́eqchí and Poqomchí of Guatemala: Preservation, Transculturation and Mutual Influence  by Mariscal, David Caballero
 Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  149 ( 2014 )  129 – 135 
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
ScienceDirect
1877-0428 © 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license 
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Organizing Committee of LUMEN 2014. 
doi: 10.1016/j.sbspro.2014.08.176 
LUMEN 2014 
Ethnic Relations between the Q´eqchi´ and Poqomchí of Guatemala: 
Preservation, Transculturation and Mutual Influence 
David Caballero Mariscala,* 
aUniversity of Granada,, Granada 18012, Spain 
Abstract 
Guatemala is a multicultural country characterized by multicultural ethnic diversity. Alta Verapaz presents a clear example of the 
preservation of the Mayan identity, which is due to multiple factors. Three main ethnic groups are the basis for the identity of this 
region; Q´eqchi´, Pokomchí and Achí. These kindred ethnic groups, whose roots lie in the ancient Mayans, show several 
similarities and points of convergence, although each has unique characteristics. They keep part of their original identity and 
Mayan essence, due to various complex mechanisms of sustainable and sustained transculturation.  
The main focus of this paper is to analyze the self-preservation of the Mayan identity in the Q´eqchi´ and Pokomchí peoples, 
their relationships in a context of social exclusion, and maintenance of their own identity and traditions despite processes of 
transculturality and external cultural imposition. Each ethnic group has kept some aspects of its original culture. The mutual 
influence that these cultures have on each other helps to ensure the maintenance of their own respective cultural identities. 
In this paper we compare the Q´eqch´i and Poqomchí groups in terms of the most important aspects of the original Mayan culture 
and the Spanish influence, examining the process of ladinization this country has undergone. The main aspects we will examine 
are language, cosmovision and gastronomy. 
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1. Introduction 
Guatemala is a multicultural country. In spite of the external pressure Mayans have suffered for centuries, several 
regions in this country are mainly indigenous in culture. The figure below illustrates the extent of the Mayan 
presence despite the social exclusion they have suffered since their subjugation in the sixteenth century: 
 
 



















Guatemala has one of the highest percentages of indigenous population in Latin America; in fact some of the 
country’s departments are mostly Mayan. The eastern and southern coast of Guatemala has lost much of their 
original traditions, including language, beliefs and ancestral Mayan culture (Secaira, 2002). In contrast, in Alta and 
Baja Verapaz and other departments (mainly in the highlands), due to a number of factors including  topography, 
isolation and even social exclusion, Mayan peoples have preserved their identities in spite of external pressures as a 
result of a complex mechanism of syncretism and transculturation.  
Alta and Baja Verapaz, due to their particular historic processes, are two of the departments that retain part of the 
traditional ancient Mayan culture, preserving not only the language but also traditions and customs from the past. 
The ethnic groups living there are the end result of centuries of migration and separation processes (Valenzuela, 
1979), since they first settled near the coast of the Gulf of Mexico some 1000 years B.C.E.1 in the Preclassic period, 
a key to understanding the origin of the Mayan civilization (Hammond, 2008). Subsequently, they began to spread 
through the Highlands, Petén and Yucatán. From the sixth century B.C.E. to the tenth century C.E. (from the 
Preclassic to the Postclassic period) they developed their art, culture, cosmovision and social systems. Demarest 
(2004) underlines the importance of their original cities and temples, and their complex system of hieroglyphic 
writing, a logosyllabic system similar to the earlier Epi-Olmec and Zapotec systems (Romero, 2005, p. 32). Their 
writings reflect their complex ideas, mathematical calendar representations and intricate cosmogony.  
Many authors throw doubts on the continuity between the highly developed Mayan culture of the past and the 
current Mayans (Cojtí, Cojtí and Vásquez, 2008). Nevertheless, if we compare aspects of ethnic groups in 
Guatemala and with those in the past, we will not be able to deny the classical Mayan heritage possessed by 
 
 
1 Hederson (1993) and other authors consider this period begins earlier, when the first inhabitants of Mesoamerica settled the 
region and developed incipient social, political and economic systems. 
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modern-day indigenous people. We cannot forget that by 1000 B.C.E., Mayans had spread throughout the 
Guatemalan Highlands, including Alta and Baja Verapaz. When Pedro de Alvarado arrived in these regions, these 
indigenous groups had to develop new strategies to fight the conquerors. Many documents, such as the Lienzo de 
Tlaxcalá and the testimonies by Bernal Díaz del Castillo, vouch for the fact that Mayans populated these regions and 
that their culture was highly developed and dense, including war strategies and effective new weapons (Cervera, 
2007).  
It is difficult to find a consolidated theory to understand the diversity of Mayan languages. At present, there are 
23 different Mayan languages, and language is the cultural feature that determines the identity of the diverse groups. 
Ruz Lhuiller (1991) claims that the probable original unitary Mayan language underwent diversification and fission 
due to invasion by the Toltecs and the influence of the Aztecs, whose language was  Nahuatl. On the other hand, 
Kaufman (Sylvanus, 1994) points to the existence of the Protomayan language as the origin of all current Mayan 
languages. He claims that the Protomayan language existed as long ago as 4200 B.C.E. There are similarities 
between many Mayan languages and cultural characteristics across groups. This is even more evident in Alta 
Verapaz, where the main indigenous groups, the Achí, Pokomchí and Q´eqchi´, have shared the land for centuries. 
In the particular case of the Q´eqchi´ and Pokomchí people, the mutual influence and interaction between them 
cannot be denied. Additionally, these two ethnic groups share the same origin.   
2. Poqomchís and Q´eqchi´s in Alta and Baja Verapaz: Origin, characteristics and relations  
Mayans can be considered, in general terms, as a culturally-embedded ancient people. The different groups have 
kept their particular characteristics, spirituality, and cosmovision. Various factors influenced the initial Mayan 
homogeneity; geographical isolation, migrations, contact with other cultures and their own weakness (Ba Tiul, 
2003). These endogenous and exogenous elements had implications, mainly diversification of language and rituals. 
As part of Mayan social and cultural change, Poqomchís and Q´eqchi´s began to settle in Alta and Baja Verapaz. 
The Poqomchí people originated near the Pacific coast. They seem to have contributed heavily to the 
development of the Mayan culture in the Pre-classic and Late Formative Periods (sixth century B.C.E. to fifth 
century C.E.) (Ba Tiu 2003). Kindred to the Poqomam people, they settled in Baja Verapaz and southern Alta 
Verapaz, likely by 1200 C.E. (Romero, in Serrano Ursúa, 2005).  In spite of the cultural fission mentioned above 
and still extant in Guatemala, the Poqomchí kept an large part of their traditions, beliefs and customs inherited 
directly from the original Mayans. They abandoned cities, and ceremonial places but conserved their identity, 
language and cosmovision. At the end of the Post-classic period (900–1525 C.E.) (Serrano Ursúa, 2005) the 
Poqomchí were definitely established in Baja and Alta Verapaz, in spite of conflict and fights between them and the 
Quiché people.  
According to Hasserand and Hopkims (2011), “by the time Europeans arrived in the sixteenth century AD, Maya 
high culture survived only in northern Yucatan, where the first missionaries were able to record basic information on 
the calendar, the writing system, and other aspects of Maya culture and society” (p. 1). This claim highlights several 
important facts: the decline of Mayan culture at the time of the arrival of the Conquistadors; partial destruction of 
native culture; and cultural preservation by various ethnic groups due to mechanisms of transculturation and 
syncretism, thanks to missionaries in Verapaz (the name of the region is due to the way it was conquered; namely, 
through religion).  
Today, as mentioned above, Alta and Baja Verapaz are populated by high percentages of indigenous Mayans, 
mainly Achí, Poqomchí and Q´eqchi´ people. 
The relations between these ethnic groups are based on their origin, mutual influence and their feeling of 
belonging to the Mayan identity. Firstly, it should be noted they keep their particular respective characteristics partly 
thanks to the preservation of their languages. Barrios (1996) notes that both Q´eqchi´ and Poqomchí people are 
usually reluctant to learn Spanish, in spite of the prestige of Spanish as the official language and the constant need 
for it in public life (Hún Mactz, 2005). This factor, along with the social exclusion they have suffered for centuries, 
has contributed to the maintenance of their characteristics and traditions. Language has become a key factor in 
maintaining and transmitting beliefs, customs and traditions. Choi claims that “Mayan identities are ideologically 
constructed through language practices” (p. 22). By direct observation, we can often confirm that the feeling of 
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belonging to the Mayan collective identity is not as strong as that of belonging to a particular group; in other words, 
being Q´eqchi´ or Poqomchí. In the case of these two ethnicities, the constant contact between them contributes to 
differentiating and accenting their respective cultural identities; and, in turn, helps to develop the common general 
Mayan identity under the Mayan-Ladino dichotomy.   
Currently, there are over half a million Q´eqchi´ speakers, mainly in Alta Verapaz, Quiché, Petén and Izabal. The 
number of Poqomchí speakers  is slightly under one hundred thousand (barely 1% of the Guatemalan population). 
The Q´eqchi´ spread quickly across Guatemalan highlands and lowlands. As a result, and partially due to their 
characteristic identity, they make up almost 86% of speakers of Mayan languages (Grandia, in Romero, 2007). This 
ethnic group is more extended than the Poqomchís. This fact, in combination with the number of speakers and the 
diachronic process, contributes to explaining and understanding the relations between the two groups, the 
preservation of the original Mayan identity, and the similarities and cultural elements they share.  
3. Mayan spirituality, the main marker of identity and memory in the Poqomchí and Q´eqchi´ people. 
Heritage, similarities, and mutual influence 
One of the most important aspects for understanding the ethnic–historical relations between the Poqomchí and 
Q´eqchi´ peoples is their main spiritual-cultural elements. Comparing the groups shows that they have undergone a 
process of homogenization in spite of having partially kept their own characteristics, particularly in the way they 
name their rituals and their components. Still, in essence, almost all the elements share the same significance, so we 
can identify an equivalence between the Q´eqchi´s and Poqomchís in terms of their main spiritual manifestations.  
    
Table 2. Main elements of Mayan Q´echi´/Pokomchí spirituality-cotidianity 
Cultural/traditional common elements 
(shared origin and cosmovision) 
Q´eqchi´ Pokomchí   
Lord of hill and valley  Kawá Tzul-Taká Yua Kixkahb´ 
 Mayejak  Mayijinik  
Blessing house/important objects/rituals to 
solve any conflict  
Watesink Utzumanik  
Spirit/Holy Ghost Musiqé  Laj Uxlabal 
Maize  Ixim  Xim  
Lord/God/authority  Ajaw  Q´ajwaw  
Pom (incense)  Pom  Poom  
Seed/sowing  Awk  Tik/Tikoj 
Tender corncob  K´ux  Kux 
Ripe corncob  K´uxuk Kuxuuj  
Traditional turkey soup  Qaq´ik  Saq´ik  
Thanks/to thank  Bantiox  Intyox  
SOURCE:. Participant  observation and personal interviews in Purulhá (Baja Verapaz); San 
Cristóbal, Senahú, Santa Cruz, Cobán and San Juan Chamelco (Alta Verapaz)  
 
Maize can be considered the main cultural principle of the Poqomchí and Q´eqchi´ and, by extension, of the 
general Mayan cosmovision. The Popol Vuh, “the ‘Book of Council of the Quiché Maya of highland Guatemala,’ is 
a touchstone and the closest to a Maya bible surviving to the present” (Gómez & Pacay, 2003). It describes how 
humans were created by the gods out of maize; “after two failed attempts to create man from clay and wood, [they] 
finally succeeded in moulding the bodies of the first Maya people, four men and four women, out of maize dough” 
(p. 1). As a result, in the Mayan cosmovision maize is the root and the basis of the unique Q´eqchi´ and Poqomchí 
cultural identities. This principle, together with respect for nature, is the essence of the Poqomchí and Q´eqchi´ 
133 David Caballero Mariscal /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  149 ( 2014 )  129 – 135 
spirituality and key to the preservation of the old Mayan identity. Nature, in terms of identification and feelings of 
belonging, is an essential component of social and personal self-comprehension (Cabedo, 2004). It constitutes a 
sacred space that must be respected, given that nature provides all the elements people need in order to survive. This 
belief comes from the original Mayan beliefs and culture, because it was based on primordial myths linked to 
supernatural beings who live in caves, springs, hills and valleys (Velasco, 2007, p. 5). For these communities, deep-
rooted in their relationships and feelings of belonging to the land, a distinction between profane and sacred spaces is 
not readily made (Elíade, 1979).  
This main focus of their cosmology can explain one of the most important elements of their culture; Yua 
Kixkahb´ or Kawá Tzul-Taká. This is the main Poqomchí/Q´eqchí´ divinity, a product of syncretism. It is both 
multiple and conceived as a unitary entity, and looks after the requirements of life (Parra Novo, 2004). The hill or 
the mountain is this deity’s corporeal and anthropomorphic manifestation. It is an essence of nature but lives in 
caves, specifically within the caves near the main hills of their cosmovision. Besides living in the cave, this deity is 
the cave itself (Estrada Ochoa, 2008). In the case the Q´eqchi´, there are thirteen main hills that they worship. The 
Poqomchí have a special relation with their deity, and the main hill they venerate is Ajawte´ (Terga, 1977), the father 
of all hills. Both groups consider the intimate relationship with the spirits or nature living in these sacred places to 
be an important focus of their personal and social lives.  
Kixkahb´/Kawá Tzul-Taká (the Poqomchí and Q´eqchi´ names respectively) is the owner of the land, and thereby 
of everything on it (Blandon, 2005, p. 20). It favors those whose follow the rules and laws inscribed in Nature but 
punishes those who go against its principles (Pacheco, 1992). This deity uses its own language to communicate with 
people through the rain, wind, storms and the sounds made by animals (Neuenswander, 1997). 
Kixkahb´/Kawá Tzul-Taká can be identified with the generic Quiché term huyub tacah, whose literal meaning is 
hill–valley, which refers to the space of creation (Tedlock, 1986). This implies a direct relation between the two 
peoples and their mutual influence, due to two main factors; adjacency and common origin.  
The Mayijinik/Mayejak2 is the most important celebration for both of these indigenous peoples. It can be 
considered as the essence of their cosmovision in social aspects, embedded traditions and a cultural–religious 
meeting point. It is vitally important for the whole community and it includes offerings and sacrifice. It is essential 
for several purposes, especially the sowing and harvesting of maize. This ritual is linked to Kawa Tzul-Taká or 
Kixkanb´ and it is usually celebrated twice a year; in June (planting) and at harvest. In addition, this vital rite can be 
celebrated at any other time if is requested.  
This collective ritual is an important example of religious syncretism. The Mayan substrate can be clearly 
perceived. Two important elements are essential to the celebration; candles and pom (incense) (Preuss, 2000, p. 10–
12). The candles symbolize fire, which glows, heats and also evokes the sun, an essential element of the Mayan 
cosmovision and cosmology. The sun has traditionally has been an object of veneration, because it is the source of 
light and life. The incense, symbol of the ethereal, and of striving, is an offering to the Heart of the Sky. From the 
Earth, the place where living beings live, tribute is offered to the Heart of the Sky, creator and owner of all. Like 
smoke, the pom ascends to the sky and dissipates into the air, returning to the element it came from. This incense is 
obtained from the resin of certain trees. In anticipation of the offering, Mayans turn toward the Heart of the Sky and 
Heaven. After this, they look back at the hill in order to thank God for the gifts they have and the fruits of the soil 
they will receive, and ask for protection and help. The prayer lasts the whole night. Sexual abstinence is prescribed, 
and it reminds the worshippers of the ancestral sacrifices and rites (Preuss, 2000). The prayer extends to all 
humanity, to ask for peace and justice for humankind.  
Kixkahb´ and Kawá Tzul- Taká are essentially the same but belong to two different Mayan cultural groups. The 
ritual shares the general aspects of any religious celebration but has singular features as a unique central element of 
this culture. It is the maximal mark of the identity and essence of this people and their cosmovision. The ritual 
fulfills the needs of the community in terms of their essence, identity and mooring.  
Another important ritual called Watesink/Utzumanik is also essential for these Mayan groups, for similar reasons: 
the traditional Mayan heritage, preservation of their identity and mutual influence.  
 
 
2 “Offering” (Caal, 1996, p. 58,63) 
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Watesink or Cwatesink (Estrada Monroy, 1993: p. 276), literally means “feed Nature” in Q´eqchi´. Both 
Q´eqchi´s and Poqomchís consider this ceremony a fundamental part of their community lives. It must be celebrated 
at the time of inaugurating any new construction, house or other important object. Yet the real importance of  
Watesink/Utzumanik goes beyond this. It entails an expression of their identity and the heritage of their ancestors, 
the ancient Mayans. This ritual commemorates the act of Creation that man carries out every time he inaugurates a 
new space that is going to be inhabited, particularly one’s home (pp. 276-277). When Mayans erect a new house, 
communal room, or an object for the family/community, they evoke their principles, beliefs and traditions. They 
mark the four corners, the center and the exact orientation of the construction, following the same principles of 
Mayan cosmogony as those recorded in the Popol Vuh. The four corners of the Earth; that is, the four cardinal points 
are a representation of the macro-cosmos the person belongs to in an indissoluble unity (Ak´kutan, 2002).  
All the elements prepared for the occasion are important and have a part in the celebration; music, candles, 
incense, ornaments, and appropriate prayers. The central element of the celebration is the sacrifice of a turkey, 
whose blood will be used to bless the house, and whose feet will be an ingredient in the traditional soup (Qaq´ik 
/Saq´ik) 
The blood of the animal is poured into a vessel (guacal) placed on the central pillar of the house. After reciting 
various prayers giving thanks to Kawa Tzul-Taká/ Yua Kixkahb´, the master of the ceremony – the elder – smokes 
the guacal and blesses the place with the poom3 as a supplication (Parra Novo, 2004).  
The ritual reaches its climax when the owner of the house and the elder place the candles and the bloody crosses 
on the stipulated points. The owner of the house, or the elder in the case of a community building, holds a lighted 
candle in his left hand. Two guests go with him with an aspergillum and nine candles to be lighted. They trace a 
cross with the aspergillum at each corner of the room and set a candle there. They repeat this for each column and 
beam of the new construction. The community then says a prayer to thank Kawa Tzul-Taká/Yua Kixkahb 
(Q´eqchi´/Popomchí).  
The ceremony continues with the presentation of sacred food followed by a traditional dance. After the boj has 
been drunk, the ceremony ends at dawn.  
We note here several aspects that reflect Mayan traditional heritage, the survival of identity, the complex 
traditional mechanisms these groups have developed in order to preserve their identity, and the mutual influence 
between them:  
- The emphasis on the four corners and the center or axis of the Earth (symbolic of the macro-cosmos and the 
act of Creation).  
- Kawa Tzul-Taká/Yua Kixkahb. 
- The sacrifice and the blood, a direct product of transculturation which concurrently includes both pre-
Columbian Mayan beliefs and the imposed credo.  
4. Discussion and conclusions.  
The main focus of this paper was to show the similarities between Q´eqchi´s and Pokomchís, as far as culture 
and identity are concerned. We must underline there are few ethnographical studies on both of them, specially, on 
Pokomchís. This culture is barely known, even in Guatemala. Consequently, the main contributions of this study can 
be synthesized as following:  
y Mayan culture remains part of its original identity in current Guatemalan ethnics. This affirmation can be 
observed by the preservation of the Q´eqchí and Pokomchí cultures. 
y Today´s Mayan ethnics are linked to the glorious Mayans of past centuries. In spite of they often suffer from 
social exclusion, this cannot be denied. This paper tries to underscore this cultural inheritance and the 
importance of the cultural preservation.  




3 Pom, in Q´eqchi´. 
135 David Caballero Mariscal /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  149 ( 2014 )  129 – 135 
Cultural survival is often linked to various mechanisms and responses, such as transculturation. In this case, we 
note particularly the factors that have had an influence in enabling this cultural preservation. Natural–geographical 
conditions and complex social–historical process have contributed to the maintenance of identity in spite of the 
external pressures these peoples have suffered for centuries.  
The Q´eqchi’ and Poqomchí share cultural elements, due in part to the heritage they received from their 
ancestors, the ancient Mayans, and in part to their mutual influence on each other. However, they each have unique 
characteristics in spite of the elements they have in common. Language is the main difference, and it sets boundaries 
between them. Barrios (1996) underscores the importance of the attitudes of these cultures; the maintenance of their 
own cultures, mainly the language, and their reluctance to learn Spanish. The relation between the Q´eqchi´ and the 
Poqomchí is fairly balanced. However, the Q´eqchi´ usually tend to dominate, at least as far as language is 
concerned. Poqomchí people are often bilingual and also speak Q´eqchi´ but few Q´eqchi´ speak Poqomchí. In 
mixed communities, Q’eqchi´ traditions tend to prevail. Even so, they are very similar, despite their differences, so it 
is easy for a member of one group to fit into the similar cultural structure of the other.  
Poqomchís occupied and settled the region first. However, the Q´eqchi´s grew in power over a short period of 
time. During the sixteenth century, at the time of Spanish colonization, they attempted to impose their language 
(Preuss, 2000). In general terms, and due to my personal observation, I must affirm there is a good relation between 
both ethnic groups, based on respect, mutual influence and self identification as Mayan as against Ladinos. Still, we 
can find and hierarchy between then, as far as culture is concerned, and based on population, influence and 
geographical extension.  
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